OF JOHN AUBREY
sense, he should have spoken in Latin, or French, for the detection of this.
Another time, he adds, Sir Christopher Wren went thither and lay there :
He could see no strange things ; but sometimes he should heare a drumming, as
one may drumm with ones hand upon wainscot: But he observed that this
drumming was not, but onely, when a certain Maid-servant was in the next
Room : But all these remarqued, that the Devill kept no very unseasonable
houreS) sc. it seldom knock91 after twelve at night: or before 6 in the morning.
This does not look like the writing of a grossly credulous man,
especially when one considers the completely different state of mind
or our ancestors.
For the habit of doubt is an extremely recent growth, almost
wholly subsequent to Newton in fact, and Aubrey often showed a
scepticism that was most praiseworthy in an age when any statement
was accepted just because it was made. This completely uncritical
state of mind is hard for us to visualise, because it has vanished almost
entirely from the modern world ; except in Eire, where the people are
still more likely to accept, than to reject, even the most obvious false-
hood, and where, in consequence, the banshees and the fairies and the
leprechauns have kept thek last foothold in Europe. And in England
in the seventeenth century critical thought was especially rare in con-
nection with religion. However much the various sects might differ
in their interpretation of the Bible, not one of them doubted for an
instant that every word in it was absolutely and literally true; and
the Bible constantly mentioned witches and spectres and portents.
So Aubrey's reservations with regard to the following story are very
laudable. Anno 1679, ^e Sa7s> ^fter ^e Discovery of the "Popish Plot,
the Penal Laws were put in execution against the TLoman Catholicks: So,
that if they did not receive the Sacrament according to the Church of England
in their Parish Church, they were to be severely proceeded against according
to Law: Mr. Ployden, to avoid the Penalty, went to his Parish Church at
Lasham near Alton in Hampshire: when Mr. Laurence (the Minister)
had put the Chalice into Mr. Ploy den's hand, the Cup of it (wherein the Wine
was} fell off. 'Tis true, it was out of order before ; and he had a Tremor in
his hand. The Communion was stopt by this accident. Religion in those
days being still very primitive, portents of his kind were expected:
for although various pieces of Priest-cheate had been exposed at the
Reformation, many of the rites of the Church were still attended by
the grossest superstition. For instance, Sinne-eaters were still in
existence in Aubrey's lifetime.
In the County of Hereford) he notes, was an old Custome at Funeralls
to hire poor people, who were to take upon them all the Sinnes of the party
deceased. One of these (I remember) lived in a Cottage on TLosse-bigb way :
He was a long) leane) ugly) lamentable poor raskaL The manner was that
when the Corps was broujpt out of the house and layd on a Biere : a Loafs of
bread was brought out, and delivered to the sinne-eater over the Corps, as also
a Ma%ar-bowle of maple (Gossips bowle)full of beer, which be was to drinke
upy and sixpence in money, in consideration whereof be tooke upon him (ipso
facto} all the Sinnes of the Defunct) and freed him (or her) from Walking after
they were dead. This custome alludes (me thinkes) something to the Scape
goat in the old Lowe. The cheapness of the price charge for the assump-
tion of another man's sins is most surprising, for in the days before
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